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ABSTRACT 

Key research in the literature on the relationship 
between parent participation and achievement is discussed, 
participation being defined in terms of activities both within and 
outside of the school. The research resists generalization because of 
the range of potential parent activities and the uncertainty about 
what they convey, but yields the following points: (1) it is 
difficult to isolate the influence of parent participation on 
achievement from the effects of social class and Lace, but parent 
participal^ion appears to be ai'sociated with the enhanced achievement 
of low income students; (2) parental decision making is not 
particularly related to achievement and parent-school contacts are 
only marginally effective; however, a wide range of activities and 
programs do appear to have some effect on the character of the school 
and achievement, especially if they are oriented to the community's 
needs; (3) programs fostering parent involvement in at-home teaching 
improve achievement, particularly for low-income elementary school 
children, but more elaborate parental programs and parent education 
are needed; (4) the effective \8chools movement has played down parent 
participation, in the belief that it will weaken the school's 4 
responsibility for educating all children; and (5) the recent shift 
from Federal to an increasing State responsibility for education, 
together with renewed interest in pi^rental choice, may have increased 
the potential for parents to participate in determining education in 
their communities. (RDN) 
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SlDot tha 1960a, aducatora hava aought to incraaaa parant participa- 
tion In achoola. for both political and aoucational raaaona* At tha aama 
tima» tha praciM rola partnta ahould play haa bean controvaralal and 
tha banaflu of parant involvamant unciaar, Thara haa bean a groat 
daal of ar^culauon, particularly conoaminf low inoonia and minority 
parant participation: it ia aomatinm bald that paranta of diaadvan- 
tagad atudanta don't participatO'aiiotti^, or that their participation 
diarupta tha achoora aganda, or, convaraaly, that thair invoIvaoEiant 
la tha aaaantial kay to thair childran*a ivehiavamaat (hi tha othar hand, 
in racant yaara, aoma aducatora hava tandad to avoid altogathar «ha 
laaua of pulidpatioD of km inooma minority paiwta, aiiM 
distract a kImoI from aoknowladging ita own raaponaibility to aducau 
atudanti. 

Tha liUratura on parant participation haa bacoma voluminoua, but 
only a amall body providaa apt &iflc raaaarch information about tha af- 
facUvanaai of paranta in ona or mora of tha wida variaty of rolaa thay 
may play in public achoola and in tha education of thair children. 

What la Parent Partiotpatlon? 

Tha participiation of paranta in their childran'a aducation includaa 
activitlee both within and outaida of tha achool. In achool, thair rolea 
vary trcm that of the traditional providing juice and oookaa and help- 
ing out en fiald tripe, to acting aa tuV ^ or aidaa in th« claiiroom, 
or participating inTTAi, achool boar mbd other dedaibn-making 
bodifa. Outaide tha achool pa ^tal rolat vary from dgning report cardi 
and reading notea from the teacher, to helping with homework and 
initiating other aducational activitiea. A recant raview of the raaearch 
on parent partidpation dividea thaae n»laa analyticaUv into thraa 
pavenu acting ac advocatee (lobbyiaU or watchdoga), paranta in 
decision-making rolae, and paranta in rolee of oo-producing achooling 
(Zerchykov, 1984). Somawhat dilTerently, a survey of 136 Midweatem 
elementary achook allowad fior laven typee of parant involvamant: at- 
tendance at meetinga and achool frinctlona, putidpation in fundraia- 
ing, uae of facUitiaa, involvamant in diacuaaion aaaaiona, parant oon- 
tacu with achool aitaff, procedural dadaion-making. and curricular 
deddon-making (Wagenaar, 1977). Yet again, a atMy ci parental in* 
volvament in 266 aacond-and third^grade daaaroouia in California 
iaolated fiva aieai for raaae!^- adK)ol-hott»v communioationa (induding 
confarencea, writlan reporta, and parant education aaaaiona), parentr 
awaxeneaa of achool operationa, paranta* parocptioa of thair imluance, 
paranta* partidpation (induding volunteer houra, parent vidta and 
attandanoa at PTA meetinga), and parant4eachar relationa-Hw Judg- 
ed by both partiaa (Herman and Yah, 1968). 

The great variaty of aotivitiaa in which paranta can and do par- 
tidpaU, as well aa tha uncertainty abou^ what exactly ia oravayed 
by even auch a aimPla teak aa a parent aigninf a homework ahaat, 
nnakaa tha riaeardi difficult to ganeraliaa upon* Moraom 
aiu itudiaa may obatendbly ba clear about the type of partidpation 
being Invaatigated, raaaarch raviawa tand either to lump together the 
entire phenomenon or to organise tha varietiee of partidpation in in* 
comparsJtile ways. 

Can the Influence of Parent Parildpatioa on Achievement Be 
Iaolated From the EfTeete of Soeial Claae and RaoeT 

Understanding the ralationahip between parant partidpation and 
atudant achievement ia mads mora difficult beceuae of tha effect of 
eodal dasa on both. Schoola iiarving hi|^ aodoeoonomlc familaa *end 
to have both high parent pertidpation and high atudant adiiavemant, 
whila tha reveraatstnM for adioohaarving km eoctoeoonomic family 
Thus ilndinga that do not control for daaa may wall confound tha af- 
fecu of parental background with that of parent partidpation on 
achievement. ^ ^ 

However, aevaral atudiaa can be lookad at to undaratand tha effecta 
of parent partidpation in achoola aarving low SES and/or minority 
atudenU. One study (Califomiaj 1977) indicataa that whan low 
aodocconomic atatua achoola with ni^. and low achievement are oom- 
|Mrad, principals report the community aa being more aupportiva in 
tha high than in tha low achieving achook. Moreover, high achieving 
achoola in low aodoeconomic areaa have mora adult volunteers than 
do the low achieving achoola. 

A strdly of a dty-mda reading improvemant prctlect for low-inoome 
minority 6th grade atudanta found that background factora auch aa 
aodoacoDomic atatua, health, ethnldty, attandanoa, and raading acorea 
O in aarlier grades accounted for meet of the variation in improvement 



(Armor and othera, 1976). However, community involvamant varlablaa 
alao played an important rola, particularly in the black community. 
The rasaarchara arranged the partidpatiog achoola on a continuum 
of achool-neighborhooa cooperation, fi*om traditional attempta at 
outreach (aaUng parenU to become passively and tangentiallv iov<riv* 
ed), to m^dng nrovldons for active and austainad parant invoKemant. 
to creating a reeling of community integration by providing school 
spaoa for neighborhood uaa in addiuon to allowina paranta to plan and 
monitor achool activitiaa. ''In black naigfaborhoooa, tha more vigoroua 
ware the achoora affcnrta to involve paranta and eoramuaity in dad* 
donmaking, the batter did the 6th grade atudanta (kre in reading at- 
tainmant** Q>.vi). In tha Mexican American nai^bortiooda, by contrast, 
no such relationship existed, although "tha achool that waa moat ef- 
fective in that aubaampla, if not in j^udng reading galnSi then in 
holding back loaaaa, waa alao tha achool with tha nigheet level (tf 
adioouoommunity integration and awareneaa among monolingual 
Spanish-apeaking paranta*' (p.48). The rMaarcbvrs spjpculate that tha 
dmerenoee in the two types of communities vras cauaed hy two fac- 
tora: that language eraated barriara to communication in tha Hiapank 
communities, and that outnMch programa in theat> communitiae were 
more directed to community than to aducational needs, whereaa in 
the blade community outreach programa ware mcore likely to include 
educational componanta* 

It would appear, than, that efforta to reach out do involve paranta 
are acaodatad with the anbanoad achievement of Iw income aiudenu. 

Ia One Type of Parental Involvement in the fkhoola Moat Con- 
ducive to Student Achievement in the Elementary GradeeT 

Several atudiaa that analyse a range of parental involvement ac- 
tivitlee may be uaad to ahad light on thoae activiaea which are more 
or leaa uaenil to student achievement. 

To invaatigate the impact of citiien and panmt involvement on 
achievement, Wagenaar (1977)aurveyed 136 Midweatem elementery 
prindpala about the levd and type ofperent and 0)mmunity 
Uon in their achoola. Contrdling for SES in order to elimini^ the 
bias in both student adiievement and levela of pan idpation, Wagenaar 
found that achoola with higher achievement aniil levela of partidpa- 
tion, Wagenaar found that achooU with higher achieveoient were mora 
open to parent and community involvement, i;i'hile more "doeed" 
schools nad lovrer achievement levela and community aupport 
However, not all typee of involvement made a difference. Communi- 
ty aun>ort and fun&dalng. atUndanc^ at achool meetinga, and tiba 
number of echool franctiotia involving the oommu^dty were all highly 
correlated with achit^vamant. Leae ao ware eouuiiunity groupuae of 
achool focilitiaa and level and number of parentechi)d contacta. FinaUy* 
dtisan partidpation in policy daddonmaking waa not related to 
achievement. • 

Starting with a sample of 19 damentary achoola which had shown 
a drainatie improvement in theii Michigan Eduoitlonal Aa aeaa m ant 
Pkogram teat acorae, Clancy (1982) attempted u iiaaa out thoae com- 
munitgrjui waU aa educatkmal frictora riiqioi^^ 
ment^Tliough tha achoola varied in else, wealth, kinda of oommufiltar, 
puplMaarher ratioa, and even expMdit^tra^-pupLl, the aodoeounoink 
background of their aending parenU tended to be Imer than avinM* 
A mi^or finding of the otuoy waa that "improvina^'achoola tendetlto 
have ptogremafor readiing and oraimuniaAtlng wltll paranta thail ware 
appropriate to the natute of the community. Tbm$ Indudad oomcsiuxity 
education programa, auch as arts and crafka claaass and raereatioiuu 
activitlee, tnrwgh whidi paranta could become fomiiliar with tha iidiDol 
staff and the achoora objectivea. In addition, tk^aee <»mmi'nity educa- 
tion programs had adiiaved overall community s^ipportby serrinit non- 
public school paranta, auch aa aanior dtixena, nonpiiranta and pereuta 
of children in private echoola. _ . 

Udng daU collected in two eecond-grade an^ two third-|{rada 
claaarooma in each of 266 achoola during an evaluat is'>n of Califoifniii a 
Early Childhood Educatkm program, and controllini: tor aodoeoonomlc 
aUtus and prior achievement, Herman and Yah ;i9A3) found that 
parent partidpation waa atrongly related to atudant achiaveiMiit. 
Moreover, through a path analyaia, parent participatian waa found 
to relate podtively to both parenU' perceptiona of their influence on 
achool deddon*making ana the quality of parent-leacher relatlona, 
aa judrad by bothpertiee-though neither of theae imbiectiv^e factors 
diracuy influanoeo students' achievement. Finally i contrary v'o axpac- 
tatlona, the amount of home-achool coaimunication-*parhapa» aa the 
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authors tugfMt, btcauaa it tandad to ba ona^way-waa ralatad to 
achiavamant only indlraetly, aa it influancad r«rant participation. 

It appaara that parantal daciaion making. whathar in policy or cur- 
riculum, la not particularly ralat^^d to atuoanl achiavamant. It may 
ba that avan in tnoae achoola whara partnta aa a cpup axardaa a atrong 
daciaion-makiag rola, only vary faw individually do ao. Parant-achool 
contacta alao appaar only marffinallv affactiva, aicapt parhapa to 
prompt othar forma of participation. On tha othar haacT, a wida rang- 
ing group of activitiaa and programa do appaar to hava aoma affact 
on tha charadar of tha achooi and. on atudant i ichlavamantt particularly 
if thay ara oriantad to tha naacla of tha aurix>unding community. 

Do Paranta Who Pardelpala Uq Al-Homa Laaming Activltiea 
Enhaaoo tha Achiavamant of Thair Eksjantary School Children? 

By eomjMxiaon with tha raiaarch on parent participation in tha 
achoola, atudiaa of parant involvamant in rit-homa taaching ara claan- 
cut aa wall aa, oftan axparimfintal. Raaaarch on programa that foatar 
parant involvamant in at-homa taaching tanda to ahow that auch pro- 
grama ara affactiva in improWng intallactual Amctioning and achiave- 
mant, particularly for low-income alamentary achooi children (few 
atudiaa go beyond the intermediate gradea), and that their affecta are 
auaUined for at least one y«ar, and in aome caaea for aa long aa three 
to Ave yeara after the end the program (Becker, 1984; Cotton, 1982). 

In a review of 24 behavicc mocUflcation atudiee uaing at-home paren- 
tal reinforcement for in-a^;liool academic and behavior change acttvitiea. 
Berth (1979) found tha; what parents do at home, aa wall aa what 
achoola do to promote anrj facilitate home learning, make a difference 
in atudant achievement. At-home parental reinfbroament waa initiated 
by achooi cohtacU ranging from daily or weakly notea to more aiaborate 
plana and programa According to Berth, aJmoat any system of regular 
contact waa ^active, and there was no need for elaborate parent educa- 
tion programs. 

Moat of the literat»ire on academic learning through at-home ac- 
tivities, however, pointa to the need for more elaborate parenUlpro- 
grama as well as parsnf; education. Oillum (1977) compaml the effects 
of two parent invohement strategies on the standardized reading test 
scoree of 2nd and 6lh grade students. One type of parent involvemsnt 
consisted merely o< filling out ({ueetionnairee and attending large group 
meetings; the other was a parental intervention strategy that includ- 
ed inaervioe trairiing for teachers and administrators in working with 
parenU; training for 40 parent leaders^ who f^en conducted parant 
education sessions for their peers; and vouchors to both schools and 
parents, redeemable for educational materiale, based on the level of 
parental involvement, and stipends to parenta for attending meetings, 
where parenUil involvement was largely symbolic, student perfor* 
mance was lov/er than **where parente participated in deciding what 
was taught and had responsibility for working with children" (p. 16). 

Because not all parents know how to get involved in school-related 
activities, a recent study by Epstein (1084) focused on the effects of 
teachers* prrictices in involving parenta :n home-learning activities. 
Reading and mathematice aooree of 293 third and fifth graoe Baltimore 
studens weri compared in the fall and following spring, students whose 
taachera wrre lesmra in the uae of parent involvement made greater 
gaina in reading (but not in maUi/ than did other studenta whoae 
teachera were not recognised for their parent involveoMnt practices* 
In fact, tet^chers were able to help lesser and better educated parenta 
more nesj ly resemble each other in the assistance they gave their 
children. According to the author, "two typea of parenta influence 

Csitive growth in readiu^ achisvement— parente who ore expecrrd to 
Ip their children (thoee with more education) and parents who are 
helped help their children (thoMi whoee children's teachers involve 
them in learning activities and increase their knowledge about thb 
school program)" (p.7). Since eveo better educated parente were not 
able to help their cnildren improve in mathematice, the author sug- 
gests that ''teachers may need to give more attention to helping paronta 
of oldir children learn how to help thair children In math at 
home"(p.l3). 

Becker and Epstein (1982) offer it number of techniques for helping 
to involve parenta in their chiidnin'a achooi learning: 

• Activitiee emphasiiing reading, such as asking parents to read at 
home to their children, or to listen tho them read. 

• Learning through discussion, such as asking parents to watch and 
then discuss a special television program with their children. 

• Informal learning activitiee at home, such as sending home ideas 
for family games or activities rslated to schoolwork. 

• Contracts between teachars and parents, luch as formal agreenMnta 
for parents to supervise and aadst children with homework. 

• Dfweloping teaching and evaluation skills in parents, such as ex- 
plaining techniques for teaching or for making learning materials. 

Do<9e the j^ffective ScfaooUng Reaearch Say Anything About 
Pajrental Involvement? 

In an attempt to make schools responsible for the education of all 
children, the effective schools movement has, for the most, avoided 
the issue of oarent participation. Instead, school effectiveness educators 
and researchers have looked only for those actions capable of being 
controlled within the school building. The five well-known correlates 
of effective achcoling-stronj^ instructional leadershin, an institutional 
focus on basic skills, an oiilerly climate with the rociu on learning, 
high expectations for atudent achievement, and frequent monitohnM: 
of student progress-are clearly school-bound, and therefore large* 
under the control of achooi personnel. Although many effective ech^ 



' ing educators and researchers informally believs that active parenta 
and interested citizens groups ara, in fact, important to atimulating 
the ataff enthusiasm, educational accountability, and strong school 
spirit characteristic of middle-class schools, most fear that any em- 
pnasis on the role of parents in increasing student achievement will 
defer the responsibility for education that must be placed on the echool. 

Yet important questions remain that might be answered bv a broader 
view of effective schooling: Is parent participation a variable that in- 
tersects with instructional leadership, a focus on basic skills, or other 
variablea isolated by the school effectiveness research? Or, on the other 
hand, does parent participation fupction as k factor in increasing stu- 
dent achievement independent of— or only weekly related to— all or 
meet of the effective schooling factors? 

WUI the Changing Power Relations in Public Education Open 
New Rolea For Parent Participation, 

Yet importan questions remain that might be answered bv (jrasder 
view of effective schooling: Is parent participation a variaE. . th/it in- 
tersects with instructional leadership, a focuson basic skills, or oUier 
variables iaolated by the school effectiveness reeearch? Or, on the other 
hand, does parent participation function as a factor in increasing stu- 
dent achievement independent o(-^v only weakly related to— all or 
most of the effective schooling factors? 

Will the Changing Power Relations in Public Education Open 
New Roles £^or Parent Participation? 

The recent decline of the Federal role in education haa precipitated 
a conspicuous growth in the role of the States. Though national reform 
oonimissions have created a stir to improve schooling, much of the con- 
crete response has, in fact, been by state legislatures and boards of 
education. 

Less conspicuous than the growing power of the states in education 
is the effect of this changing situation on the role of parents and other 
local groupe. Although PTA membership was on the decline for two 
« decadee, since 1983, it has begun to rise slightly eixh year. Moreover, 
a wide ranse of citizens' groups are active In mi^r citiea-*often ally- 
ing themselves with business, university, and other interested groups. 
Finally, the recent discussions of educational vouchers have given tne 
issue of parental choice and involvement new seriousness. Given these 
shifts and the potentially larger role for parents in determining educa- 
tion in their oommunities, wa- need a better understanding of the nature 
f parent participation in schooling and the direct and indLea effects 
on student achievement. 
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